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Prologue


MY NAME IS Chess, and I was raised in a junkyard.

Imagine a slum floating on rickety platforms above the deadly Fog that covers the Earth. Now picture a kid shivering in an alley, terrified of the same Fog swirling inside his right eye.

That was me, before Mrs. E gave me a home.

Then Lord Kodoc found us. He ruled the Rooftop, the mountaintop empire that loomed over the junkyard, and he was obsessed with an ancient machine lost in the ruins. Kodoc needed a tetherkid with a misty eye to get this “Compass,” so he hunted my crew across the sky until he captured me.

There’s only one way off a warship in flight—I leaped overboard in midair.

My crew caught me before I splattered on the ground, and we headed toward the safety of a distant mountaintop called Port Oro. All we want is to heal Mrs. E’s fogsickness and start a new life, but Kodoc isn’t finished with us yet. And neither is the Fog.
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LORD KODOC’S WARSHIP swooped through the sky like a falcon. Her propellers spun, and her long-range guns swiveled to target us . . . but she didn’t fire.

“We’re out of range,” Hazel said from beside me on the cargo raft. “And Kodoc is out of luck.”

As she spoke, the warship veered away, and I gripped the rigging harder, dizzy with relief and aching from harpoon wounds.

A few minutes earlier, I’d kicked Kodoc in the shin and jumped off the Predator’s main deck. I’d plummeted toward the ground, toward certain death. But a few seconds before impact, I’d caught a tether fired from our cargo raft. Safe at last—except that two of Kodoc’s harpoons had slashed me before the crew towed me away.

“After all that,” I said, “we’re still standing.”

Then my injured leg buckled, and I sprawled across the deck.

“Spoke too soon.” Hazel knelt beside me and frowned at my wound. “Look at that cut.”

I looked at her face instead, watching her braids sway like a beaded curtain. She was a couple of years older than me, and pretty enough that people noticed. But more important, she was the captain: she thought faster, and farther, than anyone I’d ever met.

She pressed a cloth to the harpoon slash on my leg, and a sharp edge of pain clawed at me.

I hissed. “You’re making it worse!”

“It’s not that bad,” she said, wincing.

“It’s a wound,” I told her. “I’m wounded. Like a warrior.”

“That’s you,” she said, tying the bandage tight. “A strong, silent warrior.”

“Ow!” I yelped. “Hazel, ow-ow-ow!”

The clatter of clockwork engines grew louder as two mutineer warships roared closer to our little cargo raft. I almost smiled at the sight of them. The mutineers flew airships from the mountaintop settlement called Port Oro: our goal, our hope, our haven. And their convoy—led by the kind Captain Nisha and her brother, the kind-of-scary Captain Vidious—was the only reason that Kodoc wasn’t chasing us down.

Our raft swayed in the warships’ wake as they sped past. “Why aren’t they stopping for us?” I asked.

“Captain Nisha must’ve told them to chase off Kodoc first.” Hazel’s voice grew softer. “We—we did it, Chess. We reached Port Oro.”

“Of course we did,” I said, like we hadn’t almost died a hundred times. “You’re too stubborn to give up. Now we just need to get Mrs. E healed.”

“That’s first,” she said, her eyes dancing.

“What’s second?”

“Brand-new lives! Not in a slum, working for the junkyard bosses. Not rummaging for trash in the Fog. Real lives. Good lives. Working for ourselves.” She raised her voice. “Swedish! Head for the Anvil Rose!”

“Why?” At the wheel, our pilot, Swedish, jerked his thumb in the other direction. “Port Oro is that way.”

“We need to return the cargo raft to Captain Nisha,” Hazel told him.

“We stole the cargo raft from Nisha.” Swedish gave a lopsided grin. “We should definitely head in the other direction.”

He had a point. Captain Nisha had flown us most of the way to Port Oro, pursued by a murderous Lord Kodoc—until we’d realized that we couldn’t outrun him. That’s when we’d stolen the cargo raft, to buy the Anvil Rose enough time to arrive.

Which had been a terrible idea, except for one thing: it worked.

“We don’t have any time to waste.” Hazel peered at Nisha’s ship, the Anvil Rose. “We need to get Mrs. E and bring her to the Subassembly. They’re the only ones able to heal her.”

Swedish grunted and pulled a lever with one big hand. He was burly and shaggy and, at about sixteen, the oldest member of the crew. “You really think the fogheads will heal her?”

“Not if you keep calling them ‘fogheads,’” Hazel told him as the cargo raft spun in the air. “From now on, they’re ‘Assemblers.’”

“I still say we ought to stay away from them,” Swedish muttered.

I knew what he meant. I’d never trusted the Subassembly either. No slumkid trusted the so-called fogheads. They were different, and when you spent every moment scrambling for survival, different meant “dangerous.” But then we’d met a Subassembly leader and realized that sometimes different just meant “not the same.”

“They got us here in one piece, didn’t they?” Hazel asked.

“Not really,” Loretta said, squatting beside me. “Chess is in three pieces.”

“I’m okay,” I told her.

She squinted at Hazel. “You call that a bandage?”

“What?” Hazel asked her. “The bleeding stopped.”

“Barely. I’ll sew him up proper.”

Hazel eyed her. “You know how to sew?”

“Not dresses and shirts,” Loretta said, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “Only knife wounds and ax slashes—you know, the good stuff.”

“The good stuff,” I repeated faintly.

“Hey, I ran with a junkyard gang till last week, remember? Plenty of practice sewing up wounds.”

“More practice making them,” Swedish said.

Loretta’s eyes gleamed. “More fun, too.”

“Let’s wait until we get to the Assemblers—” Hazel started.

“Nah,” Loretta said, and ripped the bandage off my leg.

I howled, swiping at her. “Loretta!”

“You missed the cut on his hip,” she told Hazel, batting away my hand. “You know what we need?”

“Painkillers,” I moaned.

“A parade.” Loretta gave a gap-toothed smile. “We got from the Rooftop to Port Oro with evil Kodoc nipping at our butts. We deserve a parade.”

“I’d settle for a nap,” I muttered.

“You sleep and I’ll sew.” She started patting her pockets. “I’ve got a needle and thread somewhere.”

I closed my eyes. I couldn’t stand to watch Loretta stitching me up. To distract myself, I started thinking about my father’s scrapbook, pages of historical facts from the time before the Fog rose.

“In the old days,” I said into the darkness, “they threw a parade every year for a festival called Thanksgiving, where they stuffed turkeys and ate cramberry sauce.”

From beside me, Loretta’s voice said, “What’d they stuff turkeys with?”

“Stuffing.”

“If you don’t know, that’s okay,” she said, sounding cross. “You don’t have to make something up.”

“I do know!” I said. “They stuffed them with stuffing.”

 “Sure, and instead of knives, they stabbed people with stabbing.”

“Was cramberry sauce made from actual cramberries?” Swedish asked. “Or was it a bunch of different berries all crammed together?”

“It was a kind of berry, but . . .” I paused, knowing that they weren’t going to believe me. “Uh, they were too sour to eat.”

“That’s the opposite of ‘berry,’” Swedish said.

“You can open your eyes now, you liar,” Loretta told me, tapping my shoulder. “I don’t have a needle. Also, the Anvil Rose is about to run us over.”

My eyes sprang open, and I saw the Rose swooping toward us, propellers whirling and rigging snapping beneath the sleek balloon. Captain Nisha stood at the prow, her yellow hair flying all over the place. Not running us over exactly, but speeding in our general direction.

“Where’s she going?” Loretta asked.

“To help her brother.” Hazel looked across the sky toward the half-broken Night Tide, still smoking from Lord Kodoc’s attack. “So he doesn’t crash before he reaches the Port.”

A hatch clanged open in the center of the cargo raft, and Bea’s head popped through, her leather helmet askew. “The Tide won’t crash!”

“Are you sure?” Hazel asked.

Bea squinted at the Night Tide. She was the youngest member of the crew, and a brilliant gearslinger who spent half her time chatting to machinery. She wrinkled her nose, listening to the distant grind of the Tide’s engines.

“Oh, look at your poor hull,” she muttered to the far-off ship. “And your mizzenmast is all cattywampus.”

“Is that bad?” Loretta asked me. “Cattybombom?”

“Cattywampus,” I corrected her. “It’s only a little bad.”

Bea chewed on her lower lip. “She says her gearwork is strong, though. She’ll be okay for a few hours.”

Bea didn’t only talk to engines; she insisted that they answer.

The Anvil Rose swerved to a halt nearby, her fans blowing hard enough to tilt the cargo raft’s deck. Loretta swore, Swedish goosed the engine to keep us in place, and Captain Nisha swung from the Rose’s crow’s nest to the deck nearest us.

“I need your geargirl!” she yelled to Hazel.

“She says the Night Tide is okay,” Hazel called back. “For a few hours.”

Nisha eyed Bea. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, ma’am, Cap’n!” Bea sang out. “As long as she doesn’t get hit again.”

Captain Nisha slumped in relief. She knew Bea was never wrong about mechanical things.

“Come on board, then,” Nisha said, tugging at her beaded necklace. “And give me back my cargo raft!”
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THE SURGEON ON the Anvil Rose stitched my wounds while Mrs. E slept in the wheeled chair beside me. I hated watching a needle tugging thread through my skin, so I watched Mrs. E instead.

Her wrinkled face was paler than ever. She looked frail and shrunken and weak. I didn’t mind the pain of the stitching so much, but the sight of Mrs. E brought tears to my eyes. When she’d found me in a junkyard alley years earlier, she’d seemed invincible. Tall and straight and sharp, like a spear with gray-streaked hair.

For a long time, I’d thought that the most important thing she’d given me, aside from the crew, was a roof over my head and food in my belly. And sure, you didn’t live long without those. But she’d given me something even more important. When you were scraping for a living in the junkyard, you couldn’t lower your defenses; you couldn’t catch your breath. When Mrs. E adopted me, she’d given me someone to trust, and nothing was more important than that.

Except now, if the Subassembly on Port Oro didn’t know how to cure fogsickness, she wouldn’t last a week. She might not last a day.

After the surgeon finished with my stitches, Swedish tucked a blanket around Mrs. E and we brought her to the quarterdeck. We wanted to share the moment with her, even if she slept through the whole thing. It didn’t make sense, but that didn’t matter.

“Mrs. E, look!” Bea bounded toward the railing. “We’re here; there it is! That’s Port Oro!”

I peered into the distance at the jagged green-and-gold mountain range rising through the Fog. Port Oro. Freedom. Safety. A new start, far from Lord Kodoc and the junkyard bosses of the Rooftop, and the awful slums we’d escaped. We could find a new home and new jobs, and still be the same crew—the same family.

As we flew closer, Port Oro reminded me of the lower slopes of the Rooftop, except with long hills that spread outward, fanning above Fog-filled valleys. Bridges and walkways spanned the ravines, linking neighborhoods, shipyards, and markets. I don’t know what I expected, but everything looked normal . . . except that unlike the Rooftop, there was no junkyard. No floating slum of patched-together platforms where life was cheap and food was scarce.

Bea noticed the same thing and frowned. “Where’s the slum?”

“I guess there isn’t one,” Hazel told her.

“Then where do all the slumkids live?”

“There aren’t any.”

Bea gasped in horror. “What did they do to them?”

As Hazel reassured Bea that they hadn’t done anything to the slumkids—there just wasn’t a slum—the Anvil Rose turned slightly. We were heading toward a skeletal building rising from the Fog, with a long rope bridge connecting it to the mountain.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Probably a prison,” Swedish groused.

“But a Port Oro prison,” Loretta said. “With blankets and one meal every day!”

I borrowed Hazel’s spyglass for a closer look at the skeletal building. Then I fiddled with the focus, hardly able to believe my eyes.

“It—it’s a skyscraper!” I stammered. A building from the time before the Fog, rising above the whiteness into the clear sky. “A real skyscraper.”

“No way!” Bea said. “That is so purple!”

“Down near the Fog it’s just empty girders and beams,” I told her. “Higher up, they built floors and walls and—and I see people! There are people living in a skyscraper.”

“But why are we heading there?” Hazel asked.

I cocked my head. She was right—we weren’t just looking at the skyscraper skeleton, we were flying directly toward it.

“Because that’s where the Assemblers live,” Captain Nisha called from the deck above. “And Mrs. E can’t wait.”

A flock of black birds scattered as the Anvil Rose swooped toward the skyscraper. The ship’s fans tilted, her rudders creaked, and she angled toward a landing pad on the roof.

Keeping my weight off my injured leg, I watched through a vent in the cargo bay. A hundred yards away, a crowd stared back at us from the skyscraper, their hair whipping in the wind of the warship, their hands shielding their eyes.

Beside me, Loretta scratched her burn-scarred arm. “That’s not a parade.”

“Yeah, what’s the deal, Hazel?” Swedish asked, putting one hand on Mrs. E’s wheeled chair. “You said that every day on Port Oro is a holiday.”

“And every band is a marching band,” I added.

“And instead of rain,” Bea chimed in, “there’s confetti!”

“Just wait,” Hazel said, peering at the skyscraper. “When you’ve got a diamond in your pocket, the whole world is stuffed with stuffing!”

The day before our panicked flight from the junkyard, I’d salvaged the most precious thing we’d ever seen, a diamond, from deep inside the Fog. And unlike “cash” and “credit cards” and “golden arches,” diamonds were still valuable. Only Kodoc and the Five Families were even allowed to own them. Hazel had hatched a plan for us: we’d use the diamond to pay smugglers to sneak us to Port Oro.

That hadn’t worked out the way we’d planned, but here we were anyway. In Port Oro, with the diamond safely tucked in Loretta’s belt. We’d decided that was the best place for it, both because nobody would expect that we’d trust Loretta with a diamond and because she’d fight like a deranged monkey if anyone tried to take it away.

“The Assemblers will heal Mrs. E,” Hazel continued, “we’ll buy a house, and—and everything’s going to turn out okay.”

Swedish and I exchanged a glance. Every slumkid knew that you never, ever expected things to turn out okay. That was just begging for disaster.

So to cover my nervousness I said, “That reminds me of an old saying: ‘The world is our oyster.’”

“I don’t care what your scrapbook says,” Hazel told me. “That was never a saying.”

“It was, too!” I insisted. “It means that great things are possible.”

“What’s an oyster?” Loretta asked.

“A shellfish,” Swedish told her.

“So the world is our shellfish?” Loretta scratched her arm. “How about ‘The world is our pigeon pie?’ That makes more sense.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but it’s not the saying.”

“It is now,” she said. “The world is our pigeon pie, and I can’t wait to take a bite out of Port Oro. What’re we going to do after they heal Mrs. E?”

“Start a shipbuilding workshop,” Bea said.

“Join Captain Nisha and the mutineers.” Hazel braced herself as the Anvil Rose jerked, then hovered in place over the skyscraper. “With our own warship.”

“We should lie low,” Swedish said. “So they can’t find us.”

Hazel shot me an amused look. Swedish was convinced that a shadowy conspiracy of enemies—which he called “them”—was plotting against us. Even after he’d learned that we had real enemies, he still suspected that they were out to get us.

“We could start a gang,” Loretta said.

I gaped at her. Hazel gaped at her. Bea and Swedish gaped at her. I’m pretty sure that if Mrs. E had been awake, she would’ve gaped at her, too.

“What?” Loretta asked, spreading her hands. “There aren’t any on Port Oro, right? We’d corner the market!”

“Y-you, you—” Bea sputtered. “You’re a corner market!”

Loretta made a face. “You have to work on your comebacks if you want to be part of my gang.”

“Who says it’ll be your gang? Hazel asked, one hand on her hip.

“We’re not starting a gang!” I said. “That’s the worst idea ever.”

“And I am not a corner market,” Loretta said. “Oh! Maybe that’s what you should do with the diamond! Start a market.”

“What we should do,” I corrected her.

“Well, I wasn’t with you when you found it.”

“You’re with us now,” Swedish said in a goopy voice, like he wanted to kiss her.

“No lovey-dovey stuff in my gang,” I muttered.

“There’s no rush,” Hazel told Loretta. “For the first time ever, we’re free. No rent, no bosses. No Kodoc. Nothing except . . .” Propellers thrummed, and she peered through the vent. “We’re here!”

Something about her tone rang warning bells in my mind. “Nothing except what?”

The cargo bay doors creaked and started to open. “Nothing,” Hazel said. “Not important.”

“Except what, Hazy?” Bea asked. She must’ve heard the same bells.

Hazel ran her fingers through her braids. “The Subassembly sent mutineers to find us on the Rooftop, right? To find Chess and bring him here. That means they want something from him.”

“So they can ask,” Swedish said. “And we can say no.”

“We owe them for helping us, Swede. I’m not sure we can say no. And we don’t even know what they want.”

Airsailors shouted in the distance. The deck trembled beneath my boots; then the gangplank slammed down from the cargo bay, and the light of Port Oro poured inside.
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HAZEL TOOK BEA’S hand and headed down the gangplank into Subassembly territory. Loretta slunk along beside them, her fingers two inches from her knife. Swedish wheeled a still-sleeping Mrs. E along behind Loretta, and I ducked my head and followed.

After I stepped onto the skyscraper roof, the gangplank slid away, and the Anvil Rose veered into the sky above us with a blast of wind.

The dust settled, and a crowd surrounded us. These Assemblers didn’t look like Cog Turning, the Subassembly leader who’d helped us escape the Rooftop. They looked fiercer and better armed, with swords on the hips and cannons in the corners of the roof.

Hazel cleared her throat. “Um—hi? We’re looking for the Subassembly.”

A deep voice called from the crowd. “And you came in a warship!”

“We needed a ride,” Loretta explained.

“It’s a long story.” Hazel smiled into the crowd. “I wonder if we might—”

A woman’s voice said, “You wonder? Well, you’re not the only one! I am full of wonder!”

Hazel glanced at me, and I shrugged. I had no idea what was going on.

The crowd parted for an older man and woman with gray dreadlocks, pointy noses, and flowing robes. They must’ve been “cogs,” which was what the Subassembly called their leaders. They looked like twins, each with one blue eye and one cloudy white eye—a filmy, unseeing blankness. Just like mine.

My throat turned to sandpaper, and I tried not to stare. Were they freaks, too? Were those glimmering white eyes real? Or had they plucked out their own eyes and replaced them with glass?

“Hey, check that out, Chess!” Loretta said. “They’ve got white eyes li—”

Swedish stepped on her foot. “Shht!”

The woman with the dreadlocks didn’t seem to notice. She leaned on her cane and asked Hazel, “What do you wonder, bonita?”

Hazel took a breath. “If your healers would—”

“I’ll tell you what I wonder,” the dreadlocked man interrupted, with a curious, one-eyed squint. “I wonder if this is the package we ordered.”

“Don’t say ‘ordered,’” the woman told him. “That’s rude.” She peered at Hazel. “He means the package we ‘requested.’”

“We, uh, well . . .” Hazel paused, like she had no idea what to make of these two. “We came with the mutineers, and we need your help.” Hazel gestured to Mrs. E. “Our . . . our friend is fogsick. She’s sleeping twenty-three hours a day.”

A murmur spread through the crowd, and the woman peered closer. “The poor dear!”

“A cog told us that the Subassembly can treat fogsickness,” Hazel told her. “He said that you’re the only ones who can.”

“Indeed, we are unique,” the woman declared. “One of a—”

“—kind,” the man jumped in. “Inimitable. That means ‘without imitators.’”

“However, we are not the only unique people present.” The woman looked from Hazel to Bea to Swedish. She considered Loretta, then pointed her cane at me. “Tetherboy.”

My breath caught, and I wanted to disappear . . . but I didn’t slip behind Swedish. Because I also wanted a closer look at her white eye, even though I didn’t know what I was hoping to see. Maybe that she was like me. Maybe that she wasn’t.

After a long moment, the woman looked away from me and asked Hazel, “And what’s your name, bonita?”

“I’m Hazel.”

“I am Cog Isandra,” the woman said.

“And I am Cog Isander,” the man said.

“I’m glad that’s not confusing,” Swedish muttered.

“We’re pleased to meet you.” Hazel gestured to Mrs. E, who was still slumped in her chair. “This is Mrs. E or, um, Ekaterina. She adopted us in the junkyard, the slums of the Rooftop. She—”

“The Rooftop!” the man blurted. “It is them!”

Isandra rapped her cane on the floor, then asked Hazel, “Which cog told you about us, my dear?”

“Cog Turning.”

“Today is the day!” Isander announced. “This is the day we’ve been waiting for!”

Whispers and gasps spread through the crowd: “The Rooftop?” and “Nobody gets here from there!” and “That’s the tetherkid!” Dozens of eager eyes focused on me, and a few claps sounded—then the roof echoed with applause and cheering. My cheeks burned, and I hunched my shoulders.

Loretta stepped in front of me, and I felt a spark of gratitude. Then she waved to the crowd. “Thank youuuu!” she called. “Too kind, too kind. No need for a parade! A feast and a marching band are all we ask.”

“Please, ma’am,” Hazel said to Isandra, setting a hand on Mrs. E’s wheeled chair. “We need your help.”

“We’ll give you more than our help,” Isandra announced. “We’ll give you our—”

“—hope,” Isander continued. “We are in your hands.”

“Um,” Hazel said, confused again. “Okay?”

“Now, then!” Isander said. “Let’s get your friend to the medics.”

“Both friends,” Isandra said, peering at me. “The tetherboy is hurt, too. Look at his pants.”

Great. Now everyone was looking at my pants. Better and better.

“Look at your own pants,” I muttered, but nobody heard me.

Isandra and Isander led us across the roof, and I hunched my shoulders, peeking at their foggy eyes. They looked like mine, except they didn’t shimmer and flow with Fog. They weren’t real. But why were the Assemblers trying to copy my freak-eye? Why were they trying to look like me?

I didn’t have a clue, but I kept stealing glances as the cogs brought us to a booth where a heavy basket dangled from a steel rope attached to a purring engine.

“That’s an automatic winch,” Bea said, her eyes wide as the cogs stepped into the basket. “It heaves them up and down inside the skyscraper like a well bucket! It’s a . . . an up-and-downer!”

“It’s called an ‘elevator,’” I told her.

“Don’t be silly.” Bea sniffed. “It doesn’t just elevate. It goes down, too.”

The cogs told Swedish to carry Mrs. E into the basket with them. There wasn’t enough room for the rest of us, so Isander said, “Jada and Mochi, why don’t you bring our guests to the infirmary.”

Two girls stepped from the crowd. One must’ve been about twelve, with frizzy hair and crooked teeth, while the other seemed tougher and older even though she was shorter, with a wary slouch and an old-fashioned nose-ring. They looked scruffy and watchful, like foxes after a hard winter.

“You’re tetherkids?” Hazel asked.

“How’d you guess?” Loretta said with a snort. Because they looked pretty much exactly like me.

“I’m Jada,” the older one said curtly. “That’s Mochi.”

“Ohmyfog!” Mochi chirped, falling into step with Bea. “Are you really from the Rooftop? No way. Really? Really-really? No way! That’s, like, a hundred days’ flight away!”

“I know!” Bea beamed at Mochi. “Except, more like five or six days, if the wind is right.”

“If the wind is a hurricane,” Mochi said brightly, “and blows you in the wrong direction, it could take a hundred days.”

“It could take forever!” Bea said, just as brightly.

Hoo, boy. That’s all we needed: someone as bubbly as Bea.

“This way,” Jada told us with zero effervescence, and stepped onto a wide ramp leading down into the skyscraper.

I limped along as the rest of the Assemblers . . . watched us. Watched me mostly, which was weird. Usually people watched Swedish, because he was so big and tough looking, or Hazel, because she was so pretty and in-charge looking.

“I’ve never met someone from anywhere else,” Mochi told Bea. “I barely even thought there was anywhere else.”

“I never totally believed in Port Oro,” Bea admitted. “I wonder how many anywhere elses there are.”

“You mean other mountaintops across the Fog?” Mochi asked. “Could be hundreds and hundreds. Or . . .”

“. . . none at all,” Bea finished, and I knew without looking she was wrinkling her nose. “I bet there’s a bunch, though.”

“That’s what I think, too!” Mochi exclaimed. “Jada’s sure we’re the only ones, but she’s a grouch.”

“She’ll like Swedish, then. He’s a grump.”

“She’s crabby.”

“He’s gloomy.”

Mochi giggled, then lowered her voice. “Is your tetherboy’s name Chess? Is he really . . . y’know?”

She was asking if I was a freak-eye, but Bea pretended not to understand. “Nah, he’s not cranky,” she said. “He’s more quiet.”

“And ferocious,” I told her over my shoulder.

“Plus, he thinks he’s funny,” Bea added.

I was about to say something hilarious when I noticed Mochi staring at me. So I turned back around. The cogs might show off their freak-eyes, but I’d spent my whole life hiding mine.

“Hey!” Bea said behind me. “Do you want to see my twistys?”

She made figurines out of wire, miniature people and airship and animals, and called them “twistys.” As she chattered, I scuffed along, keeping the weight off my aching leg and trying not to think about the look on Mochi’s face . . . or the white in the cogs’ eyes. Trying not to think about what they’d said: “We are in your hands.” I didn’t want to be anyone’s hope; all I cared about was our crew and Mrs. E.

But Hazel was right. We already owed the Subassembly for helping us escape to Port Oro—and if they saved Mrs. E’s life, we’d owe them forever.
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THE HALLWAYS INSIDE the skeletal skyscraper reminded me of the Rooftop, with rusted tin walls and wood-and-pipe floors. A slow ticking echoed as we followed stairways and ladders lower in the building, and the smell of roasting fish and well-oiled machinery filled the air.

Four floors down, the tethergirls ushered us into the infirmary, a bright room high above the fogline. A breeze wafted through open windows, flimsy curtains fluttered, and two doctors stood at Mrs. E’s bed. Medical scopes waited in racks, and complex gearwork devices lined one wall.

Loretta whistled. “This ain’t the surgery on the airship.”
 
“Look at this one.” Bea touched a device with a gas mask and clockwork pump. “I think it’s for helping people breathe.”

“You think correctly,” Cog Isandra said from where she stood with Isander. “Chess—we had some clothes brought for you.” She nodded toward a box on the floor. “There should be a pair of pants that fits.”

“Any boots?” Loretta asked. “I could use new boots. Plus Swedish needs a kilt.”

“A what?” Swedish asked.

“A kilt,” she said. “So you’ll look like a real thug.”

“Hush,” Isander said, “and let the doctors work.”

I pulled on a new pair of pants, then sprawled onto a chair in the corner with the others. We watched the doctors check Mrs. E’s pupils, draw her blood, and inspect her breath with a click-whirring machine. She slept through the whole thing, and her chest barely moved when she breathed.

The doctors murmured and fiddled. The warmth of the room and the rhythmic hiss-click of the medical equipment made me sleepy. Bea yawned, then Swedish snored. I smiled when I saw that Loretta was sleeping with her head on his shoulder.

“Loretta’s sweet when she sleeps,” Bea said, yawning again.

“Don’t tell her that,” I said. “She’ll never sleep again.”

“Curl up on the couch, honeybee,” Hazel said.

After Bea snuggled into the cushions, I covered her with my jacket. Her eyes closed. A drowsy silence fell. I rubbed my aching leg and looked at Hazel. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, her bare feet peeking from under her skirt. With her arms raised to fix her braids, she looked like a statue of a dancer at rest. The setting sun filtered through the curtains and brushed her dark-brown skin with yellow highlights.

She paused for a second and tilted her head; she knew I was watching her. She didn’t say anything, and she didn’t stop fiddling with her braids.

I didn’t say anything, either, and I didn’t stop watching her. We connected like that sometimes. Without words, without reason—bound together like a fog diver and his raft.

When Swedish gave a yawn that sounded like a yipping baboon, Bea and Loretta woke and rubbed their eyes. We watched the doctors for a while; then Isander dragged us away for a meal.

We followed him to a long room jammed with tables and echoing with conversation. A hush fell as we stepped inside, and for a second I felt like everyone was staring at me. Then a few kids ran toward a legless guy in a steamchair who showed them a tiny clockwork device, and a couple started bickering in the corner, and everything felt normal again.

We sat on benches as the food came in on carts, fish chowder and potato mash. I dragged a bowl of chowder into the crook of my arm. That’s how slumkids ate in public—quick and defensive, so nobody stole your food.

Swedish dug into his bowl, but the Subassembly members didn’t even reach for the carts. They bowed their heads, and Isander led them in a prayer.

Hazel kicked Swede under the table. “Wait till he’s done!”

When Isander finished, everyone started eating. For twenty minutes, the clink of dishes and the slurp of chowder filled the room. None of us said a word. We’d been hungry our whole lives: we ate until we ached.

Finally, Hazel pushed away her bowl. “If anyone touches me, I’ll pop.”

“I’m an overinflated balloon,” Bea moaned.

Loretta rubbed her stomach. “I’m stuffed like a rat in a rattlesnake.”

We griped and groaned, pretty pleased with ourselves. We were actually full. That had never happened before.

Bea licked her chopstick. “The only thing that would make this better is you telling the story, Chess.”

“Not now,” I groaned. “I’m too full.”

“Pleeeease?” she begged. “It’ll help you die.”

“What?” I said.

“You know. After you eat, you have to die.”

Swedish stopped picking his teeth and said, “What’re you talking about, you little lug nut?”

“That’s what Mrs. E says!” Bea insisted. “First you eat, then you die, just.”

“You don’t ‘die, just,’” Hazel told her. “You digest.”

“That’s not a real word.” Bea pointed her chopstick at me. “Tell the story! Tell it—tell it!”

“Fine.” I leaned back in my seat. “Before the Fog rose, a deadly Smog covered the whole world. The Fog only kills people, but the Smog was killing every single living thing.”

“That’s why the gearheads built the— Oh!” Bea waved across the room. “Mochi! Come sit with us!”

Mochi waved back and started to stand. Then everyone at her table looked at me, and she paused, like she wasn’t sure if it was okay to come over. After a second, Jada nudged her, and Mochi smiled and slipped around the tables and flopped onto the bench beside Bea.

“We’re telling the story about how the Fog rose,” Bea told her. “I guess you know all about that?”

“Which part?” Mochi asked.

“That hundreds of years ago, nanotech gearheads—”

“Engineers,” Hazel corrected.

“Same thing!” Bea said. “They made the Fog, which is zillions of teeny-tiny airborne machines called nanites, built to scrub pollution from the world.”

“Yeah, except the Fog thinks that people are pollution.” Mochi grabbed a potato rind from the table. “And chased us to the mountaintops, and here we are.”

“What I don’t understand,” Hazel said, “is where the Compass comes in.”

Mochi crunched her rind. “The Compass is an ancient machine, I guess.”

“That controls the Fog,” Loretta said. “Yeah, we heard that much.”

“It still doesn’t make sense.” Swedish rubbed his nose. “If they had a machine to lower the Fog back then, they would’ve used it.”

“Maybe they couldn’t,” Jada said, appearing behind Mochi.

“Why not?” Swedish asked.

Jada shrugged.

“So you think the Compass is real?” Hazel asked her.

 “Kodoc does,” Swedish muttered when Jada just shrugged again. “And he’ll kill to get his hands on it.”

“The cogs do, too,” Mochi said. “They’re the ones who discovered it. A long time ago, they found an old scientific journal. Uh, do you know what that is?”

Bea nodded. “A kind of book.”

“Books,” Loretta muttered, scraping her bowl with her spoon. “What’s the point? You can’t wear ’em, you can’t eat ’em, and you can’t even stab someone with ’em.”

“What did it say?” Hazel asked.

Jada sat beside Mochi. “The engineers predicted that a machine called a ‘Compass’ would eventually self-assemble in the Fog—and trigger the Fog to lower.”

“Eventually?” Hazel asked. “When?”

“When the time is right.”

“Self-assemble?” Bea chewed her lower lip. “Like, build itself?”

“The cogs aren’t sure,” Mochi told
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